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T he liberalization of agricultural markets in the late 1980s and early 
1990s introduced many new challenges 
for small-scale farmers. As the 
government marketing boards closed, 
producers were left to deal with a range 
of middlemen who work much closer 
with the markets. The middlemen know 
exactly what is selling, who is buying 
and at what price. Providing small-
scale producers with the same market 
information would put them in a better 
position to find the right buyer and 
negotiate a fair price without having to 
share their profits with a third party.
ICT Update first reported on the use 
of communication technology to bring 
market information to rural farmers in 
December 2002. But the technology – 
particularly mobile phones and the 
internet – and its availability has 
developed so rapidly in recent years 
that an update is needed. 
When Daniel Annerose first reported 
on his initiative, Manobi, six years ago 
there were just over half a million 
mobile phone customers in his home 
country of Senegal. Now there are 7 
million. On the African continent alone, 
the use of mobile phones grew by more 
than 30% in the last year. Delivering 
market information via mobile phones, 
and especially text messages (SMS) is, 
therefore, as important as it was in 
2002. And each new project brings its 
own innovation. 
The Zambia National Farmers’ Union, 
for example, adapted a text messaging 
scheme used in Kenya and adapted it to 
suit their own needs and now back it 
up with a website. The Kenya 
Agricultural Commodity Exchange 
supports its SMS information system by 
developing local market resource 
centres.
In Uganda, a group of dairy farmers 
used a microfinance loan to buy two 
mobile phones, complete with a car 
battery to provide electricity, a solar-
panel charger and an antenna to 
amplify the phone signal enough to 
reach the distant network. The farmers 
used the phones to connect with the 
FoodNet market information service to 
find buyers and arrange more precise 
delivery times. They no longer have to 
travel long distances, risking the milk 
going sour in the heat. Now each 
farmer uses a mobile phone to deal 
directly with buyers and enter new 
markets by developing more dairy 
products.
More and more small-scale farmers 
are expanding into niche and specialist 
markets. There are now dozens of 
programmes to help producers meet 
consumer demands for fair trade, 
organic, and ‘ethically’ grown products. 
Each programme comes with its own 
set of guidelines and standards and it 
can be difficult for a farmer to know 
which one best suits their type of 
production. The Sustainable Commodity 
Initiative now tries to coordinate the 
information provided by all these 
international programmes and make it 
available to farmers interested in 
joining such a scheme. 
For NGOs working on agricultural 
projects with rural farmers it is often 
crucial to get information quickly to a 
large number of people often living in 
very remote areas. Several 
organizations throughout the world are 
now using a free software package, 
FrontlineSMS, to send out hundreds, 
even thousands, of text messages with 
just a few clicks on the computer. 
Within minutes they can warn farmers 
of an emerging disease or pest in the 
area, send alerts with seed or fertilizer 
prices, organize a meeting or arrange a 
delivery time. The software is adaptable 
to any organization’s needs and has 
been used to deliver health, election 
monitoring and weather details as well 
as agricultural information.
As farmers increasingly use 
technology to gather market 
information and have better contact 
with buyers, they are able to reduce the 
number of people involved in bringing 
their produce to consumers. By making 
this supply chain shorter and more 
efficient, the farmers can reinvest the 
money they save back into their 
businesses. They can buy water pumps 
to irrigate their fields. Or they can send 
their children to school and university. 
In fact, the farmers can decide for 
themselves what they want to do with 
any extra money the make. ■
Levelling the field
Farmers can use market 
information to contact buyers 
and reduce the number of 
people involved in bringing their 
produce to consumers.
http://ictupdate.cta.int
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Read the ICT Update article on Manobi 
from issue 9, December 2002
http://ictupdate.cta.int/en/(issue)/9
W hen we first started with Manobi six years ago, we wanted to do 
more than just supply market 
information. Our real aim was to 
transform African agriculture and make 
it more business oriented. Most 
producers on the continent are still 
subsistence farmers, often supported by 
public aid rather than economic demand, 
and we wanted to change that. A strong 
agricultural market will encourage other 
markets and build confidence in the 
economy of the continent. 
Companies providing information to 
farmers also cannot operate as charities, 
their businesses have to work with 
sound economic plans to ensure they 
can continue for the long term. Many 
people think that it is difficult and 
expensive to supply communication 
services to rural areas but the truth is 
that it is technologically simple to set 
up a telecommunications network and it 
is not expensive if the service makes 
enough money. Companies just need to 
have a good plan to make the business 
profitable.
There is, for example, an enormous 
demand for rural phone services in ACP 
countries, where a large percentage of 
the population lives outside the main 
urban centres (in Africa 70% of the 
population lives in rural areas). It makes 
sound financial sense for a mobile 
operator to invest in rural areas, but the 
real question is what would they do 
there? 
It is not enough to simply set up a 
phone network, for example. Providers 
also have to think about what they can 
offer people in order to attract new 
customers, increase their income and, 
equally important, contribute to the 
development of the communities where 
they work. The first step in designing a 
business model to make rural a 
the information we provide comes from 
the users. Who else could tell us more 
about farm management than the 
farmer? But also, to be an active player 
in the supply chain means that you 
cannot only consume information but 
you must be part of the information 
supply process too. Everyone involved 
in supplying goods to the market has a 
responsibility to everyone else in the 
chain and to supply information so that 
the process works for everyone. And it 
is here that the technology really helps. 
It is the technology that links all those 
parts of the chain.
The next important step that will 
really help to improve the efficiency of 
agricultural markets will be to link 
information services with mobile 
banking. Only a small percentage of 
people in ACP countries have a bank 
account but there is a huge percentage 
of the population who want to have 
one. With a mobile bank account linked 
to an information service, people can 
continue to live in rural areas and use a 
mobile phone to make market 
transactions. Combining market 
information with banking will give 
farmers the chance to make and accept 
payments, to save and to invest. Such a 
service would really help farmers to 
improve their income, as well as the 
chance to take their own decisions and 
increase the comfort and security of 
their communities and their families. 
Only then will the agricultural markets 
be truly transformed. ■
Dr Daniel Annerose (daniel.annerose@
manobi.net) is chief executive and 
founder of Manobi (www.manobi.net)
communication service profitable is to 
determine what kind of content to 
provide to users.
One way of looking at the type of 
services a communications company 
could provide is to consider the 
difficulties small-scale farmers have to 
face in getting their produce from the 
farm to the market and be profitable. 
Throughout every step of production 
farmers need information on a whole 
range of topics from access to credit and 
supplies (seeds, pest control, fertilizers) 
to contact with extension services, 
pricing details, processing and 
packaging. If a company can provide 
this information and can help farmers 
generate more income, then the farmers 
will have the extra money to pay for the 
communication services.
When Manobi started in 2002 we 
were providing market information to 
farmers but that was not enough to 
sustain the business or the interest of 
rural communities. Luckily, we realized 
early on that we had to provide more 
services and today we support farmers 
all the way from production to 
commercialization. We also saw that to 
provide the information that farmers are 
looking for, we would have to work 
very closely with every aspect of their 
business. Today we have people working 
directly with the markets, with 
extension services and directly with 
farmers.
But supplying and gathering 
information, whether it is market prices 
or which transport company to use, is 
very much a two way process. A lot of 
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D airy farmers in the Bugerere district in central Uganda used to 
drive 120 km to the main market in the 
capital, Kampala. They carried 
thousands of litres of milk in their 
trucks in the hope of finding a buyer 
there. Leaving business to chance often 
meant that farmers were left with 
thousands of litres of unsold milk. 
‘We would just turn up blindly at the 
market looking for buyers,’ recalls 
Zubair Sebyala, a dairy farmer with 45 
cows. ‘We tried to find traders that 
owned refrigerators or coolers,’ he says. 
‘On a good day, we would sell some of 
the milk, but usually we would return 
with most of it because the buyers we 
targeted had already bought milk from 
our competitors.’ If the farmers didn’t 
find a buyer quickly the milk would 
turn sour in the heat and their valuable 
product would be wasted. Sebyala 
remembers one particularly big loss 
when he had to pour away 400 litres of 
milk, worth USh 150,000 (US$ 76), 
after it was rejected by a buyer in 
Kampala.
Even though this method of doing 
business cost the farmers a lot of time 
and money, they had very few 
alternatives and continued taking the 
same risks for many years. But, in 
2005, the farmers of the Bugerere Dairy 
Cooperative Society (BDCS), an 
organization representing 170 
members, changed their strategy when 
they started working with the Farmers 
Information Communication 
Management (FICOM) project. FICOM 
helped to show the farmers how to use 
communication technology to find 
buyers and market prices before they 
set off on their long journey to market. 
Business contacts
FICOM worked closely with the two 
main farmers’ associations in the area, 
the Uganda National Farmers; 
Federation (UNFFE) and Kayunga 
District Farmers; Association (KDFA), 
who identified the Bugerere 
cooperative as an ideal partner in the 
early stages of the project. Although 
the area around Bugerere was not 
connected to the national electricity 
supply grid and had no mobile phone 
coverage, the dairy farmers had already 
proven to be an enterprising group. 
They were already engaged in a variety 
of initiatives to bring extra income to 
the region and improve the general 
living standard, in spite of the 
challenges. The farmers were, for 
example, growing fruit and vegetable 
for sale at the market and had 
collaborated to rent a maize mill to 
produce their own flour. 
BDCS is based in an area where 
cattle is the main source of income. 
Almost every family owns at least one 
cow and most people are small-scale 
dairy farmers. The cooperative is also a 
milk collection centre that has a cooler 
with a 5000 litre capacity. The 
cooperative buys milk from the farmers 
at current market prices and stores it 
for sale later to bulk buyers that the 
small producers would otherwise be 
unable to supply. 
The first step in the FICOM project 
was to improve communication 
between farmers and their trade 
organizations as this would make sure 
that price and crop information got to 
the farmers quickly and efficiently. 
FICOM therefore, connected the UNFFE 
headquarters in Kampala to three 
district offices throughout the country. 
A major priority for the farmers was to 
have reliable, current weather 
information. The Ugandan Meteorology 
Department uses a program which 
collects and analyzes weather 
information transmits the data at 
regular intervals to anyone connected 
to the system. 
FICOM linked the main farmers’ 
union website to the weather data 
system and connected the computers in 
the three district offices to free, 
specialized modem-ready radios and 
antennae. This system allowed district 
office staff to visit the unions’ website 
via Worldspace, a one-directional 
satellite channel that provides limited 
internet access to computers through a 
specially adapted modem. When 
connected, the district office computer 
automatically downloads the weather 
details from RANET plus any other 
crop and market information from the 
UNFFE website. 
Next, FICOM introduced the Bugerere 
dairy farmers to using a mobile phone 
as a marketing and business 
improvement tool. At the time, mobile 
phones were widely available to 
Uganda’s urban population but rural 
communities still had poor coverage 
from the networks and phones were 
often too expensive. To extend the 
mobile phone network to the Bugerere 
area, FICOM decided to work with 
another project, called Village Phone, 
which is run by the mobile phone 
network provider, MTN. 
Customer appeal
MTN supplied two village phone 
systems to BDCS which came complete 
with a car battery to provide electricity, 
a solar-powered charger to recharge the 
battery and a booster antenna to 
amplify the mobile phone signal and 
carry it over the distance required to 
reach the nearest network connection. A 
local microfinance company provided 
the farmers with loans to pay for those 
first two village phone systems, which 
cost US$ 350 each, and FICOM trained 
two representatives of the farmers’ 
No more spilt milk
A group of dairy farmers in rural Uganda now use mobile phones to deal directly with 
buyers, negotiate prices and organize delivery. improved access to market information 
has reformed the way the farmers do business and has led to increased profits.
Feature
Hellene Karamagi (hellene@helika.com) is the former 
programme coordinator of the Farmers Information 
Communication Management (FICOM) and now runs 
Helika Ltd (www.helika.com). Lillian Nalumansi 
(sasha_lil@yahoo.co.uk) is a freelance writer 
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group on how to operate and maintain 
the Village Phone services. 
The Bugerere farmers now use the 
phones to connect to price information 
services such as FoodNet, an East and 
central African initiative which 
supplies up to date price information 
for a wide range of commodities via 
SMS (short message service). The 
service tells farmers which trader in 
their region is offering the best price 
for milk and gives the contact details 
of the buyer. With a broader overview 
of all the prices and market 
information the farmers can decide on 
the best buyer for their milk and make 
arrangements for delivery before 
setting off on the long trip with their 
product. 
Also, as the farmer can make 
delivery arrangements directly with the 
buyer the supply of goods to the 
market becomes more efficient; the 
milk is ready to go only when the 
buyer needs it and even if the truck 
driver experiences problems on the 
road he can phone ahead to report 
delays. The result is that a lot less milk 
is wasted. Everyone involved in the 
supply chain, from the farmers, buyers 
and transporters to the traders, retailers 
and customers, all benefit from the 
savings made from these efficiencies as 
prices are more stable and profit 
margins rise.
The farmers use their savings in a 
number of ways. Many invest the extra 
income back into their business or pay 
for their children to go to school. The 
village phone service also brings 
money into the community as it creates 
jobs for operators. Plus, the service 
brings in its own capital as the 
operators charge for each call made on 
the system. 
According to Sebyala, who is also a 
member of the Bugerere Dairy 
Cooperative Society committee, the 
farmers now consider the mobile phone 
an asset that saves them time and 
money that was previously lost when 
doing business without a marketing 
strategy. The FICOM project ended in 
Bugerere in 2007 but all the dairy 
farmers have since seen the benefits of 
having a mobile phone and now all 
have one for personal and business 
use. The farmers continue to use their 
phones to market their products to 
existing customers and generate new 
ones, receive orders and track 
deliveries, obtain timely market price 
information and keep linked to 
everyone along the entire supply chain.
Independence
The benefits from an improved supply 
chain are also trickling down to other 
parts of the community. Education has 
improved as a result of the new 
working methods, as have living 
standards, savings and capital 
investment in other local businesses. 
Bugerere dairy farmers now have 75 
regular customers and are easily 
accessible to new ones who can reach 
them on their mobile phones. The 
cooperative has now seen the benefits 
of increased access to technology and 
are now looking to develop a computer 
training centre and internet café in the 
area.
At the moment, the farmers have to 
travel 46 km if they want to browse the 
web, but Sebyala believes having 
access to the internet locally would not 


















Helika (previously ICTs for African Rural 
Development (ICTARD) is a private 
company providing multimedia and 
information technology. Helika managed 
the FICOM pilot project for the Syngenta 
Foundation for Sustainable Agriculture.
➜ www.helika.com
Syngenta Foundation for Sustainable 
Agriculture
SFSA is an NGO based in Basel, Switzerland, 
which specializes in improving the 
livelihoods of rural communities in semi-arid 
areas through agricultural projects.
➜ www.syngentafoundation.org
FOODNET Uganda
A post-harvest and market research 
programme for East and Central Africa, 
established in 1999. FOODNET mainly 
focuses on market analysis studies, market 
information and agro-enterprise 
development, and related business 
development support services. FOODNET 
provides FICOM with national market prices.
➜ www.foodnet.cgiar.org 
MTN VillagePhone 
MTN VillagePhone creates opportunities 
for poor rural individuals to become 
Village Phone Operators. These businesses 
are established in areas where electricity 
is unavailable and in areas where the MTN 




UML is a Ugandan NGO which provides 
loans to farmers groups to buy village 
phones.
➜ www.umu.co.ug
Uganda National Farmers Federation
UNFFE supports farmer organizations and 
develops policies to promote agricultural 
trade in Uganda.
➜ www.unffe.org
Meteorology Department, Uganda 
The meteorology department supports the 




RANET is a collaborative effort of many 
national hydro-heteorological services, 
NGOs and communities to make weather, 
water, and climate information available 
to rural populations.
➜ www.ranetproject.net
community with ICT skills, but would 
be a source of extra income for the 
cooperative. ‘If we could establish a 
computer and internet access centre at 
the dairy centre, we would make an 
income from customers such as 
government employees, schools, 
teachers, the dairy farmers and other 
locals. Having the facility nearby 
would also save locals the high 
transportation costs they incur by 
having to travel to Kayunga town to 
access these facilities,’ he says. ‘A 
computer training centre would be the 
first such facility in the community. 
Given the high demand, we are sure we 
would attract customers from as far as 
Galilaya, which is 34 km away.’ 
The farmers say the extra income 
from the computer training centre 
would help the cooperative acquire 
new equipment such as metal 
containers which would provide better 
storage for the milk. ‘All our members 
currently store their milk in plastic 
jerricans because they lack money to 
buy metal containers,’ says Sam 
Kaggwe the cooperative’s Secretary. ‘A 
metallic can currently costs USh 
150,000 (about US$ 76). A plastic 
jerrican is prone to heat from the sun, 
and since some of our members come 
Related 
resources
from very far, their milk sometimes 
arrives already spoiled. This is less of a 
problem with metal jerricans.’ 
Zubair Sebyala is now also the proud 
owner of a cheese processing plant that 
he established using the money he 
saved from his improved business 
practices using the mobile phone. His 
new company processes 50 kilos of 
cheese per day that is sold to restaurants 
and supermarkets in the area and largr 
towns as far away as Jinja and in the 
capital, Kampala. The cheese factory is 
also one of the dairy’s main customers 
as it requires 1000 litres of milk a day.
In the two years that it worked with 
the Bugerere farmers in this pilot 
project, FICOM certainly achieved its 
objectives, which were to strengthen 
communications between farmers and 
their markets, and between farmers and 
their trade organizations. There were 
some setbacks and steep learning curves 
along the way but the project is now 
self-sustaining and is run independently 
by the Kayunga District Farmers’ 
Association. Other organizations have 
since adopted the model to use in their 
own programmes which surely provides 
further evidence of the value in 
bringing communications technology to 
rural areas. ■
There were some setbacks and steep learning curves 
along the way but the project is now self-sustaining 
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T he National Association of Agricultural Producer 
Organizations of Côte d’Ivoire 
(ANOPACI) surveys producers to 
identify their needs for training and 
advice. Again and again, farmers 
mention the same problem: marketing 
their food crops. They describe how 
products that are scarce in some areas 
can frequently be seen rotting away in 
nearby villages. 
In addition, there are often wide 
discrepancies between the retail price 
and the price paid to the producer. In 
some areas the retail price may be  
five times higher than what the  
farmer receives. The main reason  
for this is that many small-scale 
producers lack market knowledge. 
ANOPACI has concluded that if 
producers have access to reliable 
market information, their negotiations 
would be more effective and their 
incomes would improve. 
ANOPACI set up a market 
information system called système 
d’information sur les marchés  
(SIM -ANOPACI) to provide farmers 
with price information. With the help 
of partner organizations, the system is 
in the process of becoming a 
nationwide initiative. 
SIM-ANOPACI works through a 
network of village information  
centres (points d’information 
villageois, or PIVs) to gather, process 
and disseminate agricultural 
information. This includes prices, 
offers to buy or sell, availability of 
products and comments on market 
trends for particular products. 
A PIV worker, known as an APIV, is 
responsible for tracking four or five 
rural markets, usually no more than 
30 km from a main town in the 
district or county. The APIV visits 
each market day between 7 and 11 am 
to gather information about consumer 
prices, wholesale prices, and general 
supply and demand trends for 
products.
Comparison
For each product, the worker contacts 
three different sellers and enters the 
prices on a simplified data sheet, 
using a mini-weighing scale to 
convert traditional units such as the 
‘heap’ into conventional units 
(kilogrammes). The APIV then adds 
comments about the quality and 
quantity of each product and about 
market trends and changes compared 
with the previous week.
To make sure the data are reliable, 
the worker compares the information 
obtained from the sellers with that 
obtained from consumers who buy the 
product. The APIV also collects 
wholesale prices, and estimates the 
value of the stocks held by local 
wholesalers.
ANOPACI then shares the market 
information using a poster display 
board in the markets and trading 
centres, and also through rural radio 
stations (broadcast in French and at 
least three local languages). The 
organization also makes the same data 
available on the internet, via the 
TradeNet website which can then 
distribute the information further to 
mobile phones. 
The price information broadcast by 
rural radio has improved the 
bargaining power of agricultural 
producers. Before selling their 
produce, they refer to the broadcast 
prices and use them as a base to 
Getting the right price
negotiate a fair price for themselves.
As well as broadcasting market 
information, the radio programmes: 
•  provide data on production costs, 
calculated on the basis of 
information obtained from a panel 
of 60 farmers for each PIV
•  give technical information to 
producers
•  publicize agricultural techniques 
commonly used in Côte d’Ivoire
•  organize debates on other themes of 
special interest to rural people
•  promote agricultural innovations in 
Côte d’Ivoire and abroad.
ANOPACI has also been using the 
TradeNet system for the last two years 
and, since the information on the 
website is available to anyone in the 
world, the relationships between all 
those involved in the supply of 
agricultural products throughout the 
various regions of Côte d’Ivoire have 
improved greatly. The system has even 
helped to promote Ivorian farmers 
beyond the country’s borders to 
cooperatives and traders in the region 
- Burkina Faso and Mali – and further 
afield in Belgium, Russia, the United 
States of America and Chile. 
Although the system has achieved 
undeniable results in some areas of 
Côte d’Ivoire where there are PIVs, 
there is still more for ANOPACI to  
do. It has to find the necessary 
resources to expand the system to  
the whole of the country. Talks with 
farmers and traders, the primary users 
of the SIM, indicate that they may be 
willing to pay a commission for sales 
they make using the system. With 
these contributions and further 
promotion and advertising campaigns, 
ANOPACI hopes eventually to cover 
the cost of running the market 
information system and continue to 
improve the agricultural sector in the 
country. ■
By making market information available on the internet, radio and mobile phones, a 
network of village centres has helped to improve farmers’ incomes in côte d’ivoire.
Innocent Sindikubwabo (inosi2000@yahoo.fr) is technical 
director of National Association of Agricultural Producer 
Organizations of Côte d’Ivoire, ANOPACI (www.anopaci.com)
Case study
Read about TradeNet in a previous ICT 
Update feature
Making the marketplace mobile
http://ictupdate.cta.int/en/(issue)/44
7http://ictupdate.cta.int
I used to sell my crop for a very low price, just because I had no idea of 
how the market was moving’’ says 
James, a small-scale farmer from 
Chongwe district in Zambia. ‘I often 
felt confused when I was dealing with 
traders’, he adds. ‘I thought that I had 
to take the first bid the retailer 
offered’. 
James now receives SMS messages 
on his mobile phone that give him the 
latest market prices for whatever crop 
he is selling, along with information on 
the traders offering the deals. ‘Now I 
can choose the best price and trader’, 
he says. ‘I can also inform colleagues 
and friends and tell them what price 
they should get’.
The SMS trade and market 
information system in Zambia 
developed from similar initiatives 
already operating in Kenya. After 
studying how these systems worked 
and the benefits they brought to small-
scale farmers, Hamusimbi Coillard and 
his colleagues at the Zambia National 
Framers’ Union (ZNFU) decided to 
introduce a similar price announcement 
service for rural farmers in Zambia. 
Coillard managed to gain the support 
of several other local organizations, 
including many of the farmers’ 
cooperatives, the agribusiness chamber 
and of course the buyers and sellers. 
But most important, Coillard was able 
to convince farmers to participate in 
Sending the right message
the Zambia national Farmers’ Union publishes up to date market information on the web and sends 
out trader and price details to farmers using a system of SMS messages. 
the project. Together, the partners 
decided to develop a simple and easy-
to-use system of offering market 
information through SMS messages to 
mobile phones and on the web. Celtel, 
Zambia’s largest mobile phone network 
provider, also agreed to support the 
system by organizing a bulk messaging 
process needed to deliver the 
information to as many mobile phones 
as possible. The Smallholder Enterprise 
and Marketing Program (SHEMP) gave 
additional funding and technical 
support. 
Sellers’ market
The system started operating in August 
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scale farmers and giving details of six 
different commodities. ‘The fact that 
we are now dealing with 14 
commodities shows how successful the 
system has been and how well it is 
appreciated by both farmers and 
traders,’ says Pamela Mulozi, the 
market/trade information administrator 
at the ZNFU head office in Lusaka. 
Behind her desk with a laptop and 
mobile phone Mulozi is diverting all 
the incoming information to make it 
available for the website and the SMS 
information service. ‘There has been a 
significant change in how farmers and 
traders are dealing with each other,’ she 
says. ‘Traders are now taking the 
farmers much more seriously as trading 
partners.’ Another measure of the 
success of the information system is 
the fact that it is not only the traders 
and farmers who use the system but 
food processing businesses, 
government ministries and even the 
banks are regularly accessing the 
information to help them in their work 
and to provide broader support to the 
country’s agricultural sector.
The whole system is based on the 
simple fact that there are buyers 
looking for commodities and there are 
sellers who don’t know where to sell. 
The mobile phone company, Celtel, 
offered 350 cell phones at a 50% 
discount to farmers and ZNFU provided 
training to show the farmers and 
traders how to work with the SMS 
price delivery system. 
Each commodity, trader and district 
has a code. ZNFU supplies everyone 
using the system with a small 
information card with instructions and 
relevant codes. Farmers wanting to 
know the price of a particular product 
simply type the code into an SMS 
message and send t to the specified 
number. Moments later, the system 
sends back another SMS with the latest 
prices and the codes for the traders 
offering those prices. The farmer selects 
a trader and sends the code in a second 
SMS to the system which then replies 
with the trader’s full name, phone 
number, business address and even 
directions. The farmer can then contact 
the trader directly.
It is important for ZNFU that the 
pricing system is both transparent and 
trustworthy in order to maintain a 
competitive market within Zambia’s 
vital agriculture-dependent economy. It 
was essential, therefore, to make the 
information also available to farmers 
without mobile phones and in areas 
with no coverage from a mobile phone 
network provider. To make sure the 
information gets to as many farmers as 
possible, ZNFU trains at least one 
farmer in every district who acts as the 
‘contact farmer’. 
The contact farmers are based in 
district offices and publish the 
commodity prices and trader 
information that they get either via 
SMS or from the website and give that 
to extension officers. Every week the 
extension officers display the pricing 
and trader details on posters in local 
information centres for anyone to see. 
Farmers with no access to mobile 
phones or the internet can still see the 
current commodity prices and can get 
in touch with the traders. The farmers 
are also in a better position to make 
informed negotiations with other 
buyers. 
Serious business
In a user survey at the end of 2007, 
farmers told ZNFU that they had more 
confidence when dealing with traders 
and that they increasingly saw 
themselves as serious partners in their 
transactions. Traders, although many 
were skeptical at first, also benefit as 
they now deal directly with farmers 
avoiding the need to share profits with 
middlemen. In the short time the 
project has been running there are 
already definite signs that relationship 
between farmers and traders is greatly 
improving.
Other farmers tell stories of having 
to leave their farm for several days to 
travel to the market in Lusaka. They 
had to pay transport costs, find a place 
to sleep in city and then spend time 
finding and comparing buyers. The 
cost of all this would add up to more 
than 50,000 kwacha (US$ 11.00) and 
the farmers then still had to negotiate a 
price, arrange transport for the crops 
and often travel back to Lusaka to 
deliver their produce. Even after all this 
effort the farmers could never be sure 
they were getting the best price.
‘The SMS system makes everything 
so much easier’, says Grace, another 
farmer involved with the scheme. ‘You 
can check the market on your phone to 
find the 10 best prices in the district or 
even in another district if that works 
out better for the transport cost’. The 
farmers are now also able to coordinate 
their delivery times and organize a 
single location for the traders to pick 
up the goods in bulk, rather than lots 
of individual farmers having to travel 
to the market in Lusaka. This 
arrangement saves money and gives 
farmers more time to work on the farm. 
‘Although we still pay for the costs of 
the SMS messages we end up spending 
only 5000 kwacha (US$ 1.10),’ adds 
Grace. ‘It’s a big saving but it also 
reduces a lot of the risk involved with 
travelling to the city every time’. 
Many of the farmers are now using 
the money they save from participating 
in the SMS scheme to pay school fees 
for their children, to buy food or to 
invest in the farm. ZNFU would like to 
extend the trading system to more 
farmers throughout the country but the 
main limiting factor preventing any 
immediate expansion is the lack of 
funding. 
‘Although there has been a huge 
demand for this service, we still have 
to work out how the system will pay 
for itself’, admits Coillard.  ‘We are 
currently exploring other possibilities 
of using the system. For example, we 
are developing plans to extend it to the 
transport sector. When a truck is 
unloaded it sometimes drives back 
empty to the city, but that is a waste of 
resources. If we can use the SMS 
system to link up farmers and other 
small traders to the trucking 
companies. Both sides would benefit 
and we would gain more subscribers to 
the scheme’. 
As more farmers enjoy the benefits 
of better contact with traders and a 
wider choice of buyers, word is 
spreading and more small-scale 
producers are joining the scheme. And 
there has been some recent good news 
that will help bring the trading system 
to more farmers. One of the country’s 
other main mobile phone network 
providers, MTN, has promised to get 
involved in the scheme too which will 
open the service to their customers and 
extend the coverage to reach more 
communities. ■




As well as providing information via SMS, the Zambian 
National Farmers Union operates a website giving prices 
for 14 commodities across the country.
➜ www.farmprices.co.zm
Grace with her phone on her plot of land
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number from a tag on the fruit into 
the website to get exact details of 
where a mango came from, its 
producer, their efforts to cultivate the 
product and generally learn more 
about the ‘green gold of Mali’. There 
are, however, still some important 
challenges remaining before the 
organization can make this service 
widely available. 
Motivation
One of the main challenges has been 
to convince farmers to provide all the 
information required to qualify for 
export certification. The necessary 
details are extensive and include not 
only the exact amounts produced, but 
also the fertilizers and the processes 
used in cultivation. Fruiléma began by 
looking at how farmers currently 
collect information and then, together 
with the farmers, at how they could 
combine those existing methods with 
newer techniques involving 
information and communication 
technologies. 
The information was collected on 
paper at the start of the project, but 
the organizers paired this process with 
training on how to input the same 
data into spreadsheet and word 
processing documents. The association 
provided training to personnel from 
each of the five exporter groups in 
using a variety of ICTs to collate 
information, starting with inserting 
names, numbers and photos into 
computer files. The farmers, however, 
were especially interested in the use of 
digital cameras, and having their 
photos taken has become a surprising 
incentive for producers to join the 
information collection efforts and take 
part in the project. 
In the words of Mamadou Koné, 
who is in charge of Fruiléma in the 
Sikasso region, ‘The turning point 
came when those who originally 
didn’t want to sign up learned that we 
were taking photos. They suddenly 
wanted to be a part of this and get 
Exporting information
A Malian association uses communication technology to gather data from farmers to meet 
international export standards and then makes the same information available on the web to  
help supply chain partners and inform consumers. 
When the Malian fruit and vegetable export organization, 
Fruit et Légumes du Mali (Fruiléma), 
decided to promote locally grown 
mangoes to markets overseas, it also 
wanted to give consumers the chance 
to find out more about the product 
and where it came from. The two 
people responsible for the project, 
Boukary Bâ and Mamadou Koné, have 
been developing an information and 
communication system to identify 
producers and their farm plots, and to 
introduce quantity and quality 
indicators. They then publish the 
information on the web for anyone to 
access.
All agricultural goods destined for 
international markets need to meet 
certification requirements guaranteeing 
the quality and identifying the source 
of the product. GLOBALGAP is a 
private sector body that sets voluntary 
standards for the certification of 
agricultural products around the world. 
To meet the standards, all goods are 
checked for quality and exporters have 
to provide details of everyone who has 
handled the product throughout the 
entire supply chain, that is, everyone 
from the farmer to the exporter and 
includes transporters, traders and 
warehouses.
Fruiléma, an association 
representing 790 small producers and 
five exporter groups throughout the 
country, wants to use all the data 
gathered to further inform partners 
about the supply process and improve 
North-South linkages that promote 
not only trade, but also mutual 
understanding and collaboration. The 
organization hopes that, eventually, 
consumers will be able to type a 
Denise Senmartin (dsenmartin@iicd.org) is officer knowledge 
sharing and François Laureys is country manager at the 
International Institute for Communication and Development 
(www.iicd.org)
their photo taken. The pictures really 
helped to change their minds and the 
use of digital cameras has encouraged 
the involvement of the farmers. Now 
we have a picture and data related to 
each farmer.’ 
The initial struggle to get farmers 
involved would seem to imply that 
simply talking about information 
systems for market expansion is not 
enough to attract farmers; they have 
to feel more personally involved 
before they agree to take part. But 
once the farmers were interested the 
project quickly became much more 
than simply the expansion of markets. 
It started taking a different shape and 
meaning, going beyond the number 
and quality of mangos, to include the 
farmers’ expectations, their knowledge 
and personal commitment to meeting 
information requests from buyers.
Efficiency
ICTs are playing a key role in 
advancing the project. The equipment 
Fruiléma now uses includes 
computers, digital cameras and GPS 
(global positioning system) receivers. 
At the moment, staff from the 
exporter groups enter the information 
to the web platform. In the near 
future, producers will use personal 
digital assistants (PDAs) to send the 
data directly from the field to the web 
platform and the project team will 
extend the use of GPS will improve 
the tracking process. 
While the process of uploading 
farmers’ information is ongoing, there 
are other areas of the production 
process that the project still needs to 
be developed. For the project to be a 
real success, the team needs to ensure 
that the data they gather is reliable 
and that the information system 
eventually leads to a number of 
improvements including:
• increased productivity
•  packaging centres with a sufficient 
variety of products to enable 
operations all year round
Case study
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•  continued compliance with the 
requirements of external markets
•  the introduction of new farming 
techniques
•  product traceability for consumer 
reassurance
•  the creation of a Malian label for 
market recognition, and
•  increasing the effectiveness and 
professionalism of Fruiléma and its 
members.
Although the creation of a website 
strengthened the credibility of the 
exporting partners and has even led 
to contracts with companies in the 
Netherlands and Belgium, developing 
a database with all the necessary 
information does not guarantee a 
successful market information system. 
Many other factors need to be taken 
into account such as access to credit, 
physical infrastructure, skills and 
marketing. In fact, the banking 
system in Mali could prove to be a 
real limiting factor. As so many 
people in the country lack bank 
accounts, money transfers to and 
from overseas partners can be time 
consuming and complex and has 
caused problems in previous 
transactions.
Input
Working with exporters’  
organizations alone does not 
guarantee improvements at the 
producers’ level. It is important to 
involve the producers as much as 
possible at all phases of the project, 
from the early planning stages 
through to raising interest in the 
project and developing training 
courses. Given the complexity of  
the process, Fruiléma has realized  
that it is important to closely support 
their partners during implementation 
and provide training to the five 
district exporter groups. More 
specifically, personnel from these 
smaller associations will need help to 
develop their technical skills and 
expertise when transferring existing 
procedures and processes to an 
information system. They will need 
support to further develop the 
procedures, market demands, laws  
and regulations to everyone along  
the supply chain. 
The next step for Fruiléma is  
to encourage more direct input  
from producers by helping them t 
o determine the exact geographical 
coordinates of their farm plots and, 
through wider cooperation and 
coordination of activities of 
neighbouring farmers, to reduce  
their expenditures on pesticides and 
fertilizers. With the right incentives, 
farmers can be encouraged to 
contribute to the information 
gathering process. Ultimately, this  
will help make the supply process 
more efficient and give the  




Fruit et Légumes du Mali (Fruiléma)
Malian fruit and vegetable export organization 
representing five fruit and vegetable export associations 
that represent 790 small producers and 120 trackers/
collectors in that country.
➜ www.fruilema.com
See also a short video showing how Fruiléma uses 
technology to meet the stringent requirements for 
exporting Malian farm products to international markets.
www.iicd.org/video/la-mangue-lor-vert-du-mali
GLOBALGAP 
A private sector body that sets voluntary standards for the 
certification of agricultural products around the globe.
➜ www.globalgap.org
Manobi Development Corporation
Manobi is a mobile data services operator that also 
provides market information services to customers.
➜ www.manobi.net
International Institute for Communication and 
Development 
IICD is an international organization specialized in 
enabling people in developing countries to make use of 
ICTs to improve their livelihoods and their quality of life. 
IICD works in the sectors of agriculture, health, education, 






Recent fluctuations in oil prices have had a 
considerable effect on food prices and food 
security in many ACP nations. How much 
the price of oil has impacted the costs of 
agricultural goods, in particular,  
is proportionate to the distance these 
products have to travel to reach customers. 
This price instability has created significant 
tensions in several West African countries, 
for example, which increasingly depend on 
fossil fuel for their food supply. The ripples 
caused by the recent oil price shocks 
demonstrated the relative advantages  
of regional and sub-regional trade  
in agricultural produce compared to 
inter-continental, international trade.
 In 2006, he International Trade Centre 
(ITC) - a joint agency of the World Trade 
Organization and the United Nations - 
introduced the Trade at Hand initiative, in 
which mobile phones are used to enhance 
export opportunities and encourage 
cross-border trade among developing 
countries. The project consists of three 
parts, Market Prices and Market Alerts, 
both of which provide market information, 
and mCollect, a market information 
collection system which, while still 
operating as a pilot project, makes the 
gathering and distributing of market 
information much easier and helps to 
promote agricultural trade throughout 
West Africa.
Dr Mira Slavova (slavbreed@gmail.com)is an e-business 
consultant with the International Trade Centre  
(www.intracen.org).
Market Prices 
The Market Prices component of Trade 
in Hand aims to help small and medium-
sized export enterprises in developing 
countries become more competitive. 
The system delivers daily information to 
businesses via mobile phones detailing 
international market prices, and gives 
entrepreneurs the chance to respond 
quickly to changing prices. ITC first 
introduced the service to exporters of 
fruits and vegetables in Burkina Faso and 
Mali. Currently, the system delivers daily 
text messages (SMS) with the prices of 
primary export products at the Rungis 
International Market in France. Later in 
2009, ITC will provide weekly price quotes 
of products from markets in Germany, 
Spain, Italy, UK and Belgium.
 Rungis International Market, in 
particular, is well-placed to give Trade at 
Hand detailed information on international 
market prices. More than 20,000 regular 
buyers visit the market every day to buy 
and supply food to 18 million people 
throughout Europe. And, as a member 
of the French Federation of Markets of 
National Interest and the World Union of 
Wholesale Markets, it also has the task of 
promoting the international exchange of 
information regarding price fluctuations at 


















the international trade centre works with local partners and market data services to gather and share 
price information and promote cross-border trade throughout west Africa.
Encouraging foreign exchange 
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mCollect
The third component is mCollect, which is a price collection system that was developed to complement the 
Market Prices service. ITC developed the service after several national price collection institutions expressed 
interest in a system to record, collate and share market information using mobile phones. mCollect makes it 
easier for the information collectors to gather domestic prices straight from the local agricultural markets. 
Once the prices are collected, the mCollect system distributes the information via SMS to interested 
businesses in the region. The system can also be used together with other market information initiatives 
such as TradeNet/Esoko and Resimao, which make market data available on the web and via mobile phones. 
By distributing local market prices to potential buyers throughout the region, services like mCollect can help 
to strengthen domestic and cross-border trade between neighbouring countries. 
 The introduction of mCollect has helped improve existing methods of price collection which usually 
involve a team of people having to visit many, often more than 150, domestic marketplaces to write down 
all the prices on paper. The information is then distributed by telephone, fax, by post and, in some cases, by 
transcribing SMS messages. This process can be cumbersome and slow, and difficult to maintain when there 
are several price changes in a short period of time. 
 Field representatives of national TSIs use mCollect to gather observations from local markets and to 
code those observations using an agreed coding scheme. They then distribute the information to a central 
depository using text messages. This method has considerable advantages as it saves a lot of time for 
the local price collectors and means that the market information is immediately available. Therefore, 
mCollect not only improves the ability to collect price information but it also to increases the level of price 
coordination and trade among countries in West Africa. ITC is currently introducing mCollect to TSIs in 
three countries in West Africa. 
A network of price collectors in Burkina Faso, Mali and Senegal visit urban and rural markets throughout 
their respective countries to gather prices for products such as millet, white and red sorghum, white and 
yellow corn. They type the relevant codes for each product and price into their mobile phones and send 
the information via text messages. The field workers also evaluate the availability of each product, noting 
whether it is scarce, abundant, average, or indeterminate. 
 Local organizations, including Société Nationale de Gestion du Stock de Sécurité Alimentaire in Burkina 
Faso, the Malian Chamber of Commerce and Industry and the Senegalese Export Promotion Agency, then 
provide domestic and foreign price information to wholesale businesses, traders and farmers. So far, ITC has 
only worked with the Trade at Hand project in West Africa but they are currently developing plans to extend 
the service further to East Africa. 
The flow of 
information in the 
mCollect system
1. Collectors in all 
participating countries 
send coded price 
information via SMS 
from the local markets 
to a national number. 
2. The information is 
decoded at a central 
database.
3. Information from all 
participating 
organizations is 
collated and published 
on a central website.
4. Price collection 
organizations receive 
and validate the 
information concerning 
their country. 
5. Price collection 
organizations distribute 
the price information 
relevant to their 
country and local 
business interests.
International Trade Centre
Since 1964 the ITC has helped 
businesses in developing countries 
by providing trade development 
solutions to the private sector, 
policymakers and other trade support 
institutions (TSIs). ITC focuses on 
the collection, management and 
exchange of trade information and 
intelligence with regard to the 
availability and prices of agricultural 
produce, and  of grains, fruit and 
vegetables in particular. However, 
due to the large number of Least 
Developed Countries in the region, 
sub-Saharan Africa, and especially 
West Africa, present some unique 
challenges and are therefore a focus 
for the efforts of ITC.
Market Alerts 
Market Alerts sends market 
information via SMS directly from 
a regularly updated website. The 
service mainly provides the data 
to trade support institutions (TSIs), 
which are organisations that promote 
trade through networking services, 
market information services, legal 
advice and partners of government 
support programmes. The alert 
system enables TSIs to deliver up-to-
date news from domestic markets, 
announce commercial opportunities 
and publicize relevant news from 
abroad to exporters. The SMSs are sent 
automatically from the website, which 
means the TSIs can communicate 
rapidly with their partners and reach 
large groups of individual participants 
in the agricultural market directly 
and efficiently. Currently, 14 TSIs in 
Mali, Burkina Faso and Senegal use 
Market Alerts to strengthen their 
domestic trade networks. Similar 
organizations in Benin and Ghana have 
also expressed interest in using both 

























Faced with increased competition and fewer subsidies, many Kenyan dairy cooperatives 
are now using an information management program specially developed to help them 
operate more efficiently.
Case study
Rop Kiplagat (ropkiplagat@gmail.com) is a software 
developer working on Coopworks (www.coopworks.org)
D airy production in Kenya, as in many ACP countries, is carried 
out by small-scale farmers located in 
rural areas, often with low levels of 
literacy and limited technology skills. 
For most Kenyan dairy farmers, their 
only source of income comes from 
selling milk. But over the years, many 
producers have pooled their resources 
and built up strong cooperative 
societies that collect the milk and then 
sell it on to bulk processors. Some 
cooperatives belong to an even bigger 
union that also processes milk from its 
members before selling the final 
product in retail markets.
There is, however, increasing 
pressure on the Kenyan dairy industry 
as cheap imports compete with locally 
produced milk. Farmers are further 
strained since the government stopped 
providing farm subsidies, leaving 
farmers to meet the full cost of 
production. For dairy cooperatives to 
survive they have to streamline their 
operations and improve their 
management processes if they want to 
have a positive balance sheet and 
some surplus money to pay dividends 
to their members. 
One way the cooperatives could 
increase efficiency is to use increase 
their use of computers. Computers can 
remove the duplication of efforts often 
seen in the manual accounting 
systems and transaction recording. 
Processing payments by hand is time-
consuming especially for cooperatives 
with many members. Paper 
transactions can then be difficult to 
trace, leading to complaints from 
farmers and, in some cases, a feeling 
of being cheated. An erosion of trust, 
questions of accountability and an 
accounting system that is open to 
abuse can all lead to the collapse of a 
cooperative.
To combat these issues and improve 
the efficiency of agricultural 
cooperatives, open source software 
developers in Kenya have worked 
together to develop Coopworks. 
Development began in 2006 and the 
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download. The developers designed 
the system specifically as a farmers’ 
information management system to 
help agricultural cooperatives manage 
their accounts, membership details 
and production records. The system 
currently supports dairy cooperatives 
and developers are now working on a 
facility to extend the program to 
coffee cooperatives by mid-2009. 
Advances
The program automates daily 
operations such as member 
registration, milk delivery, collection, 
analysis and storage, and can report 
information much faster and more 
accurately than the manual systems 
previously used by many cooperatives. 
The member management registration 
process, for instance, can contain 
more details than the old style 
member register and administrative 
staff can now find a single member 
record in seconds. 
The milk delivery module can track 
daily, weekly and monthly deliveries 
of milk by any farmer and the system 
can compile reports based on 
collection routes, farm location and 
region. By calling up a particular 
farmer’s production record the 
cooperative can offer advance credit 
to that farmer against future 
deliveries. The system also shows any 
outstanding loans and can display the 
farmer’s previous repayment record. 
The development team is working on 
an addition to the system where 
members can query their balance via a 
text message from their mobile phone.
The program can also help the 
cooperative with disease control 
planning. If a delivery of milk is 
rejected for any reason, the problem is 
noted in the system along with details 
of the milk’s source. Coopworks can 
show if more supplies have been 
rejected from a particular farm or 
region and warn the farm managers  
of a possible disease outbreak. The 
system can also immediately display 
the store’s inventory and show if a 
cooperative has enough medicine to 
deal with a possible outbreak. 
Access to a reliable and stable 
source of electricity, however, is the 
biggest challenge for cooperatives that 
want to invest in computers and use 
digital management systems. Tanykina 
Farmers Cooperative Society, in 
Kenya’s Rift Valley, for example, 
powers its computers by generator. 
But due to the high cost of fuel, the 
society can only switch the generator 
on for a few hours a day to allow the 
computer to capture the day’s 
transactions. Tongaren Farmers Self 
Help Group, on the other hand, uses a 
solar -powered laptop. 
The cost of acquiring computers 
presents another major obstacle, 
especially for small cooperatives. The 
Coopworks team has been advising 
farmers to buy refurbished computers 
but the cost of these machines can 
also be beyond the budget of some 
cooperatives and they are not always 
readily available. 
A third issue limiting the 
implementation of computerized 
management systems is the lack of 
computer literacy in many rural areas. 
Though Coopworks was designed to 
comply with international accounting 
practices, each cooperative always has 
to customize the program to fit in 
with their in-house working methods. 
If cooperative staff have limited 
technical skills adapting the program 
can be quite difficult. In fact, instead 
of getting their member statements on 
time, in some cases, cooperatives have 
had delays in the process since 
adopting the system. 
Experiences 
The system was piloted in five major 
cooperatives around Kenya. Tulaga 
Farmers’ Cooperative Society in 
Kinangop, north of Nairobi, initially 
had 800 members. Two years after 
installing Coopworks their 
membership had swelled to 3400. 
Farmers say they joined Tulaga 
because they were able to get their 
member statements on time, unlike 
with the other cooperatives which 
were not computerized. Significantly, 
the rapid increase in the number of 
members did not require additional 
staff. The society has now purchased 
their own milk cooler as result of 
increased revenue due to increased 
members and the number of extra 
deliveries.
The next stage in the development 
of the software is to add an extra 
function where, for example, reports 
can be displayed as graphs or charts. 
Having a more visual representation 
of important performance indicators 
such as sales, profit and loss, 
variations in market prices and stock 
level reports helps the cooperative 
explain its management process to 
members which in turn encourages a 
much wider involvement in the 
running and planning of the business. 
Extending the program so that it 
can automatically send and receive 
text messages from mobile phones will 
be especially useful. Farmer will be 
able to query their statements without 
having to travel to the cooperative’s 
office. Since the telephone numbers of 
all its members will be stored on a 
database, the society can send text 
messages to farmers giving technical 
advice, market prices, alert them to 
disease outbreaks or inform them of a 
meeting. 
The Coopworks team also plans to 
link the system to digital weighing 
scales which will automatically report 
back to the farmer via text message to 
confirm the amount of milk received 
at the collection point. The farmer can 
then verify that the amount is the 
same as that collected. To achieve this, 
however, the team is looking for input 
from software developers around the 
world and has made the code 
available for anyone to contribute on 
the SourceForge website, which 
encourages collaboration on open 
source software development. 
The introduction of computer 
software to manage the daily running 
of cooperatives can bring many 
benefits to the society as well as its 
members. The agricultural sector has 
lagged behind business and education 
when it comes to the adoption of 
communication technology, especially 
in countries where power supply, 
internet connectivity and computer 
literacy are major challenges. But 
information management systems, like 
Coopworks, can significantly increase 
the efficiency of a cooperative and 
help to ensure that it, and the 
individual farmers, can continue to 
compete even with the pressures of 




This open source information management system, 
specially developed for farmers’ cooperatives is free and 
available for download from the web.
➜ www.coopworks.org
SourceForge
Software developers can login to this SourceForge to 




there are many organizations providing guidelines to help farmers break into new markets. one initiative 
is now coordinating all the information so that producers can choose the most suitable project. 
O ver the last decade, there has been a substantial increase in the 
number of new initiatives to develop 
and improve markets for agricultural 
commodities. Programmes such as Fair 
Trade and the Rainforest Alliance have 
emerged with the goal of improving 
the social, economic and 
environmental impacts of production. 
These initiatives try to increase the 
efficiency and effectiveness of their 
specific commodity markets to ensure 
that they continue to operate well into 
the future and secure the livelihoods of 
the farmers producing those 
commodities. In other words, these 
programmes try to ensure the 
sustainability of the commodity 
markets.
The rapid growth in demand for fair 
trade and organic products, for 
example, shows the heightened 
awareness of these particular markets 
among consumers, producers and 
NGOs. Alongside the rising popularity 
of these products, there has also been 
an increase in the number and range of 
voluntary initiatives to set guidelines 
and standard working practices which 
producers and traders have to meet in 
order to be able to join one of these 
developing markets. 
Rising consumer demand for 
‘sustainable’ coffees, for example, has 
presented new opportunities for 
producers to join one of the several 
voluntary standards initiatives in order 
gain access to international sustainable 
markets. Coffee producers, like other 
producers dependent on agricultural 
commodities for their income, face a 
wide variety of obstacles in their 
efforts to secure sustainable 
livelihoods.
But the lack of market details 
combined with poor access to 
education and training on how to 
Kim Kenney (kkenney@iisd.ca) is the communications officer 
for the Sustainable Commodity Initiative.
Case study
interpret the information, present some 
major challenges for farmers. To help 
inform them, and others involved in 
the supply of agricultural commodities, 
the International Institute for 
Sustainable Development (IISD) set up 
the Sustainable Commodity Initiative 
(SCI) in collaboration with the United 
Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development (UNCTAD). 
SCI works with more than 20 
voluntary initiatives in an effort to 
integrate sustainability into commodity 
production and trade across the various 
markets. The voluntary standards 
initiatives offer producers many 
advantages, including higher and more 
stable revenues, improving farm and 
business management practices, better 
coordination of the supply chain, 
improved awareness of market trends 
and a reduced risk to market volatility. 
But most of the trade initiatives 
operate independently, with little or no 
cooperation between the different 
markets and organizations. SCI now 
hopes to create a more unified and 
efficient approach, and to encourage 
everyone involved in the supply of 
agricultural goods to adopt good, 
sustainable practices. ‘A more cohesive 
and collaborative effort,’ explains IISD 
associate, Jason Potts, ‘will create an 
environment where we achieve the 
economies of scale needed to bring 
about widespread change at a global 
level.’ 
Sharing data
Access to accurate and relevant market 
information is critical to farmers when 
it comes to planning production and 
trading goods. The coffee sector has a 
long history of market instability, 
which has usually resulted in revenue 
instability for producers, adding to the 
uncertainties they face as a result of 
local environmental conditions. The 
International Coffee Organization and 
other major coffee exchanges have 
played an important role in making 
market information more accessible to 
producers around the world through 
online, real-time information services.
The market information currently 
available, however, is limited primarily 
to the four major coffee commodity 
categories (Colombian and other milds, 
Brazilian and Natural arabicas, 
robustas) and pays little or no attention 
to other speciality markets. Given that 
these speciality markets are the fastest 
growing markets and promise the 
highest returns for producers, improved 
information on their activity offers an 
obvious opportunity for improving 
producer livelihoods. 
For example, with so many 
programmes offering advice and 
setting standards, producers, policy 
makers and others involved in the 
supply chain need independent, 
credible data. Farmers in particular 
need to know the details of the social, 
environmental and economic costs and 
benefits associated with adopting one 
programme or another.
SCI’s Committe on Sustainability 
Assessment (COSA) project, therefore, 
is developing a scientific process for 
gathering and analyzing data on the 
various sustainability programmes. The 
COSA team make their findings 
available to producers who can then 
make an informed choice on whether 
to enter a particular market through 
one of the many programmes available. 
But COSA also makes the raw data 
more widely available. Through a new 
cooperative arrangement with the 
International Trade Center, the results 
of the COSA process are accessible 
through an online database, allowing 
anyone with an interest in these 
specific supply chains to apply their 
own evaluation and assessment 
criteria.
On loan
Adopting new, sustainable practices 
usually means extra financial 
investment by the producer. Because 
the poorest farmers often lack the 
savings required to make such 
investments, they may find it 
impossible to become involved with 
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one of the many market initiatives 
without borrowing money. But, as 
these initiatives have developed, the 
availability of financial services to 
small-scale producers has, thus far, 
been unable to keep pace. Local 
financial institutions often consider 
them too poor or under-capitalized to 
be regarded as ‘bankable’, particularly 
when they are dedicated to agricultural 
production and exports. 
Although there are now more than 
20 organizations lending directly to 
producer groups in developing 
countries, with funds estimated at US$ 
250-300 million, this sum barely 
scratches the surface, both in amounts 
and in types of financing needed. Part 
of the challenge facing existing 
organizations committed to delivering 
finance to sustainable producers and 
SMEs, is related to the high transaction 
costs associated with the delivery and 
risk of lending to small organizations 
around the world.
In an effort to stimulate improved 
access to finance for SMEs in the 
developing world, SCI established the 
Finance Alliance for Sustainable Trade 
(FAST), in 2007. FAST is an 
international, non-profit association 
for improving access to finance 
through sharing information and 
promoting collaboration across the 
various sectors. 
With more than 100 members 
worldwide, FAST is currently 
concentrating on creating an online 
marketplace which allows producers to 
find the right lender for their needs. 
The intention is that small-scale 
farmers will be able to apply for loans 
online through a simplified and 
streamlined process. The alliance is 
also working on projects to develop 
improved access to loan guarantees for 
its members, attract extra investment 
for sustainable commodity production 
and measures to improve the efficiency 
of financial management projects. 
SCI is developing specific 
technologies to enable the continued 
growth of sustainable markets. As well 
as continuing to develop the COSA 
database on the many international 
commodity initiatives and the COSA 
online marketplace, SCI intends to link 
its efforts to policy planning and 
development. Improved access to 
information on sustainable markets 
and trade initiatives helps producers to 
understand the criteria, costs and 
benefits involved with each 
programme and to make more 
informed decisions when choosing the 
sustainable production method that 
best suits their business. Better access 
to finance and technical assistance will 
help to make sure that small-scale 
farmers are still included in the supply 




SCI has launched a new website with detailed updates on 
projects, more in depth information on sustainable 















A program to reach many farmers
Software developed especially for nonprofit organizations provides a quick and easy 
way to send information to a large number of people at the same time.
Case study
Ken Banks (ken.banks@kiwanja.net) is the founder of 
kiwanja.net (www.kiwanja.net) and developer of the 
FrontlineSMS software (www.frontlinesms.com). This article 
was written with contributions from Gary Garriott, Winrock 
International, and David Lehr, Mercy Corps
A high level of dependence on farming and farming-related 
activities is common in rural 
communities in ACP countries. But 
many farmers are still restricted to 
selling their produce locally, or to 
collectors who come to their village. 
Many small-scale producers do not 
know the true value of their goods, and 
sell it at a price based purely on trust. 
The farmers lack the kind of 
information which would help them 
make informed decisions about who to 
sell to and at what price.
NGOs that have traditionally helped 
farmers increase yields, establish 
cooperatives or deal with pests are 
beginning to realize the opportunities 
that increased coverage from mobile 
phone networks brings. There are now 
pilot projects springing up all over the 
developing world, each trying to figure 
out precisely what information farmers 
need, how to collect it, how best to 
deliver it and how people should be 
charged. To help them make sense of all 
this information, and then to put it to 
good use, several organizations are now 
using free software called FrontlineSMS.
The program basically turns an 
ordinary computer and a mobile phone 
into a two-way group text messaging 
hub. Crucially for NGOs working in 
rural communities, it works without the 
need to be connected to the internet. 
Originally released back in 2005, 
FrontlineSMS has helped election 
monitors in Nigeria and the 
Philippines, activists in Zimbabwe and 
Pakistan, news agencies in Iraq, 
humanitarian NGOs in Afghanistan 
and health workers in Malawi, among 
many others.
Multi-tasking
In El Salvador, 46% of the population 
live in rural areas and earn their 
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activities. Even though the internet has 
become an important means of 
distributing information worldwide, 
farmers in El Salvador continue to be 
isolated from new communication 
technology that could help them access 
local markets and develop business 
opportunities. A valuable alternative to 
computer-based services for farmers is 
to use mobile phones, which are more 
affordable than computers and very 
popular even in rural areas. National 
statistics reveal that there are 55 
mobiles for every 100 inhabitants, 
meaning mobile phones offer a real 
opportunity to deliver real-time 
agribusiness information, to promote 
products and services, and to establish 
real-time market links between 
producers and buyers and consumers. 
The local nonprofit organization, 
FIAGRO (Agricultural Technology 
Innovation Foundation) use innovative 
technology in its work to improve the 
competitive advantage of the 
agricultural sector. It is currently 
promoting the use of mobile phones to 
encourage buyers and sellers of 
agricultural products to exchange 
information and strengthen market 
linkages. 
The project manages and posts offers 
from buyers and sellers. If sellers, 
usually smallholder farmers, are not 
comfortable using SMS, they can 
phone a call centre managed by 
FIAGRO where an operator requests the 
information needed to produce a 
classified advertisement. For literate 
farmers or those more proficient in text 
messaging, posts can be made directly 
by SMS by writing a keyword, either 
‘buy’ or ‘sell’, followed by the product 
information such as name, amount, sell 
or buy price, and product location. 
Using FrontlineSMS, FIAGRO then 
posts this information automatically to 
the database via the internet. (see 
TechTip on page 20 for more details).
The software, making use of an 
account on the online messaging 
service, Clickatell, then sends a daily 
summary of all the offers published 
during the previous 24 hours via SMS 
to a large number of subscribers. 
Through the call centre, the user can 
also get specific information about 
products geographically close to a 
particular market or urban centre and 
in the same way can request 
information about buyers for specific 
products.  
The cost of calls made to the call 
centre will provide funding for the 
pilot stage of the project. At the 
moment, approximately 600 
subscribers use the service and only 
pay for the information they receive or 
request, and they can cancel their 
subscription at any time. In the near 
future, the new multimedia (MMS) 
version of FrontlineSMS, currently 
under development, will give farmers 
who are unable to read or write the 
chance to receive market information 
visually, or via an audio message.
Feedback
Elsewhere, in Aceh, Indonesia, Mercy 
Corps, an international development 
organization, is using FrontlineSMS to 
send price information to small-scale 
producers, mainly farmers, plantation 
growers and fishermen. According to 
David Lehr, of the Mercy Corps’ social 
innovations team, many of the 
producers suffer from a lack of up to 
date, accurate market price information 
because of their remote location, or 
simply because they don’t know how 
and where to get trustworthy 
information. 
For the project, known as 
MarketInfo-SMS, Mercy Corps staff 
collect current commodity prices from 
a regular team of information gatherers 
and then enter the data into a 
computer (this setup will soon change 
as the data collectors will send the 
details directly by text message). The 
computer, running FrontlineSMS, sends 
out the data to groups of producers, 
government officials and others 
working in the agricultural sector, 
according to the type of information 
they require, which could be produce 
prices, prices of fertilizer and 
pesticides, or even weather forecasts.
In order to measure the effectiveness 
of the project, Mercy Corps staff meet 
with subscribers in different areas each 
month. The farmers say their main 
benefit is that they now have a better 
idea of a minimum price at which to 
start negotiating with buyers. They also 
gain an understanding of wider price 
fluctuations which helps them to 
determine which crops they could grow 
in the future to bring in a higher 
return. The buyers don’t lose out either; 
the information they receive gives 
them a wider choice of people to sell 
the produce on to. And agricultural 
extension workers are better placed to 
help farmers through improved 
information access and market 
knowledge.
MarketInfo-SMS is a free service, 
and staff from Mercy Corps continue to 
assess demand for the system and 
monitor its effectiveness. After only 
five months there are already more 
than 500 subscribers. To ensure the 
service will continue to operate for the 
long-term future, Mercy Corps is 
currently in discussions with local 
mobile operators and looking at 
potential business models.
Although no two projects working 
with farmers and the agricultural sector 
will be the same, most do try to 
achieve the same result: to promote 
market transparency. The Mercy Corps 
project in Aceh follows a similar UNDP 
(United Nations Development 
Programme) initiative in the same 
region which is also using 
FrontlineSMS. The benefit of projects 
using a common platform means that 
project teams can easily share their 
experiences. If the different 
organizations and service providers can 
learn from each other and look ahead 
to identify potential problems and find 
solutions then replicating the system in 





















Group text messages by computer
With the growing popularity of mobile 
phones in ACP countries, text 
messaging, or SMS (short message 
service), has become a familiar and 
widely used form of communication. It 
offers many advantages over traditional 
voice services including low cost and 
the ability to send messages rapidly. 
FrontlineSMS, free to download 
software, is particularly useful as a 
cost-effective method for anyone who 
then wants to send messages to a large 
number of people in a very short time. 
The software
FrontlineSMS that turns a computer and a 
mobile phone (or modem) into a central 
communications hub. Unlike other 
commercial products, FrontlineSMS was 
written specifically with the NGO 
community in mind, and works without 
the need for the internet. Today it is being 
used around the world for a wide range of 
non-profit activities and is available in a 
growing number of languages, including 
English, French, German, Russian, 
Ukrainian, Swahili, Portuguese and 
Spanish.
Equipment
•  A laptop or desktop computer (or an 
Apple Mac)
•  Windows (98, 2000, XP, XP Pro, Vista) 
or Linux (or OSX operating system for 
Apple)
•  85 Mb of free disk space
•  A mobile phone or modem (more 
specific details available on the 
FrontlineSMS website)
•  USB cable (not always necessary)
•  A local SIM card, with credit, for your 
preferred local mobile operator
Install
FrontlineSMS is supplied free to 
non-profit organizations. To get a copy, 
first complete the online request form 
available on the FrontlineSMS website 
(www.frontlinesms.com). After a day or 
two you will receive an email with a link 
to follow to download the software. 
 Once downloaded, double-click on the 
installer file and follow the instructions 
on the screen. (For Apple Mac or Linux 
users there are a few manual steps, with 
instructions provided on the website).
Set up
Next you need to connect your phone to 
the computer. The software supports a 
wide range of mobiles, but not all have 
been tested (phones which are known to 
work – and not work – are listed on the 
FrontlineSMS website). To connect your 
phone to your computer you will need a 
USB cable, usually available from your 
mobile phone supplier (you can also 
connect your phone via a wireless 
Bluetooth connection). Most USB cables 
will come with a CD and a driver, which 
you will need to install so that your 
computer recognizes your phone. Follow 
the instructions provided, which are 
usually quite quick and simple.
 With your phone attached to the 
computer, FrontlineSMS will try to 
automatically detect it. Phones which are 
detected and automatically configured 
appear in the ‘Phones’ tab. If you intend 
only to send (rather than receive) 
messages, and you have an internet 
connection available, you do not even 
need a phone but can set up an account 
with Clickatell (www.clickatell.com), an 
online service for sending large volumes 
of messages very quickly, usually at a 
lower cost than local mobile network 
providers. 
Uses
Once you have FrontlineSMS running, you 
can do a number of things. After adding 
your mobile contacts and creating 
‘Groups’, you can send a single message to 
all the members of the group with a 
couple of mouse clicks. You can read 
replies on the computer screen and export 
data into spreadsheets, word processing 
documents and databases. 
 You can set up ‘Keywords’ which then 
allow you to do different things when 
users text in a keyword. For example, a 
keyword can trigger an automatic reply 
– texting in the word ‘LOCATION’ could, 
for example, trigger an automatic return 
message: ‘We are located on the corner of 
Apple Street and Orange Avenue’. 
 Using keywords, people can 
automatically subscribe to any of your 
groups, or unsubscribe. Or you can 
instruct FrontlineSMS to send the 
incoming message to any number of email 
recipients, or to a website (assuming you 
have an internet connection). 
 Finally, keywords can also be used to 
run external programs. For example, a text 
message containing the word ‘MAIZE’ 
could run a program on your computer 
which looks up the current price of maize 
and automatically sends the amount back 
as a text message.
 FrontlineSMS is very flexible and 
simple to use. All of the advanced 
functionality is hidden from view unless 
you want to access it, and comprehensive 
help files are provided with the software. 
There is also an increasingly active 
community of users on the FrontlineSMS 
website who you can reach out to if you 
want to ask questions, discuss problems 
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Update
The business of information
ICT Update first reported on the Kenya Agricultural Commodity Exchange in December 2002. 
today they use a wide range of media to deliver market information to rural farmers.
S ince 1997, the Kenya Agricultural Commodity Exchange (KACE) has 
been developing and testing a market 
information and linkage system (MILS), 
designed to make agricultural markets 
work more efficiently and profitably 
for farmers. The system uses a range of 
communication technologies to provide 
reliable and timely market information 
and to link farmers to the markets by 
finding matches for offers and bids on 
agricultural goods.
The system uses market information 
points located in rural markets 
throughout Kenya where farmers can 
get current commodity prices for a 
range of products. At the moment there 
are nine information points that are 
supported by three district-level market 
information centres. The centres are all 
fitted with the internet and act as 
liaisons between the central team in 
the capital, Nairobi, and the remote 
information points. 
One essential part of the information 
system is the direct delivery of market 
data to farmers via SMS messages. But 
for producers who do not have a 
mobile phone, or who prefer not to use 
text messaging, the organization 
provides an interactive voice response 
service with which a user calls a 
dedicated phone number to access the 
information through a simple voice-
activated menu. An internet database 
provides yet another outlet for market 
information to farmers and other 
small- and medium-sized agricultural 
businesses. 
After more than 12 years of 
experience, KACE has learned that 
farmers need more than simple market 
information. Farmers need to make 
links to other businesses and 
individuals involved in bringing their 
products to market and on to 
consumers. The organization is now 
working with the mobile phone 
network and other ICT providers to 
refine and update its information 
system to provide a better service at a 
national level. Expanding the service 
will give small-scale farmers more 
opportunity to reach national, regional 
and even international markets. 
Rising income
To make sure the expansion is cost-
effective and financially viable in the 
long term, the organization has 
developed a number of franchised 
market resource centres (MRCs), which 
private entrepreneurs operate as 
commercial businesses. In addition to 
market information, the MRCs are 
developing a range of other services 
including transport, storage, weighing, 
quality control and even financial 
services. They can also operate as 
shops selling seed, fertilizer and tools, 
and provide communication services 
such as access to phones, email and the 
internet. KACE still oversees the 
activities of the MRCs to ensure that 
they develop standardized and 
affordable services.
To further assist the newly 
franchised MRCs, KACE has decided to 
pilot a ‘virtual’ trading floor through a 
radio programme, Soko Hewani 
(Supermarket On Air). The programme 
brings together all the information and 
components of the extended market 
information system and is aired to a 
region with approximately 5 million 
inhabitants, most of whom are 
smallholder farmers.
The MRCs trade through Soko 
Hewani on their own account or on 
behalf of clients, usually farmers, and 
first verify that  all offers and bids to 
make sure the availability, quantity and 
quality are as stated. The radio 
programme manager compiles the bids 
and announces them on air. Listeners 
can then phone, send a text message, 
email or register via the voicemail 
system to bid on the offers. 
Through a system of bid and counter 
bid, buyers and sellers establish a fair 
market price in a very transparent 
manner. Smallholder farmers gain 
more knowledge about prices and 
market outlets and gain extra 
bargaining power when it comes to 
dealing with traders and middlemen. 
Evidence from one season in 
Bingoma district in Kenya, showed that 
farmers who used the KACE system 
received 22% higher maize prices than 
those who used the usual middlemen. 
The newly franchised MRCs also 
performed well, raising almost twice as 
much money as the un-franchised 
market information points during the 
same period.
KACE has learned that farmers and 
small agribusinesses in rural areas are 
willing to pay for additional marketing 
services beyond market information. 
The network of MRCs, working 
together with radio stations throughout 
the country, has proven to be an 
effective method of providing data 
further expnasion will ensure that 
KACE can continue to provide relevant 
market information to smallholder 
famers for many years to come. ■
For more information see the website 
of the Kenya Agricultural Commodity 
Exchange (KACE) www.kacekenya.com
Read the ICT Update article on KACE 






























From the Philippine Department of 
Agriculture, e-Extension has three parts: 
e-farming, which uses ICTs to give 
technical and business advice to farmers 
and fishers; e-learning, provides guides 
and informational videos to farmers who 
want to learn more on subjects ranging 
from poultry raising, to growing corn, 
mangos, coffee and fish processing. The 
e-trading site provides online trading 
facilities covering more than 80 products 
but the site also provides detailed 
information, often available for download 
as pdf files, on most of the crop types 
including coconut, black pepper, jatropha, 
palm oil, rice and tobacco. The documents 
outline planting systems, cost per hectare, 
uses and typical market demand plus 
there are more general articles on the use 




Pronlinnova promotes local innovation in 
agriculture and natural resource 
management by combing the efforts of 
diverse organizations and institutes 
throughout Africa, Asia, Latin America 
and the Pacific. The programme focuses 
on using indigenous knowledge and builds 
on current farming methods to help rural 
communities adapt to change and 
increase food security. Prolinnova partners 
are developing country-specific ways to 
document farming techniques and make 
the information more widely available on 
the web, through electronic newsletters, 







Agricultural Development in East Africa 
(ADEA) is building a network of 10,000 
farmers all connected to a group of 
around 100 ‘microentrepreneurs’ through 
mobile phones and the internet. Farmers 
receive information on how to improve 
production and grow organic crops. ADEA 
works closely with many other small 
NGOs such as KilimoNET which links 
people in living in the cities to their 
families back in the rural areas. KilimoNET 
produces agricultural news, discussions, 
reviews and promotes events to young 
urban Kenyans to involve them in the 






Agro-Dealer Development Programme 
(ADP)
To help African farmers improve crop 
production with limited land resources, 
the Alliance for Green Revolution in Africa 
(AGRA) is expanding and strengthening 
networks of ‘agro-dealers’, or small farm 
retailers, most of whom are women. ADP 
is also working to identify areas in need of 
local agro-dealers by preparing maps, 
available on the internet, that illustrate 
gaps in market penetration. The 
organization also offers funds to support 
agro-dealer associations, which can 
provide members with consistent and up 
to date information on pricing, supplies, 
product performance and credit while also 





B2Bpricenow is an electronic marketplace 
where farmers can promote and trade 
their products. Originally developed in the 
Philippines, the service now covers around 
7,100 islands in the Pacific region. 
Small-scale producers can advertise their 
products on the site by sending a text 
message and can receive details of the 
latest prices for a wide range of 
commodities on their mobile phone. The 
programme has also expanded to provide 
1500 b2bcentres throughout the region. 
Each centre is owned jointly by a local 
cooperative and b2bpricenow.com and 
offers small-scale producers internet 




A Collaborative Internet-Based 
Initiative to Build a Food Security and 
Policy Information Portal for Africa 
(FSIP)
By: Josué Dioné (UNECA/SDD), Michael T. 
Weber, John Staatz, and Valerie Kelly 
(MSU)
‘The steady reductions in the cost and 
increases in the speed of internet services 
in Africa are changing the way we must 
think about the development, storage, 
and dissemination of policy analysis and 
training materials, all crucial inputs for 
agricultural development. Yet much 
remains to be done to harness these 
information communication technology 
tools more effectively to help achieve 
African development goals in agricultural 
sciences, food security, and policy reform.’
➜ www.aec.msu.edu/fs2/fsip/FSIP_CTA_
Oct_31_Final_for_Submission.pdf
Handbook on ‘e-commerce for Small 
Enterprise Development’ 
This is a practical guide to using 
e-commerce in micro- and small 
enterprises in developing countries. The 
handbook provides background 
definitions, explanations, case studies, 
help with strategic planning and a set of 
best practice guides on various aspects of 
e-commerce. It is designed for 
organizations that have little current 
involvement in e-commerce and have 
little knowledge of what is involved, but 
is also appropriate for agencies already 
familiar with ICTs. Available in Word, pdf 
and zipped Word files and with 
specifically adapted versions for India and 
Ugandan contexts.
➜ www.ecomm4dev.org/handbooks.htm
The Role of Mobile Phones in 
Sustainable Rural Poverty Reduction 
By Asheeta Bhavnani, Rowena Won-Wai 
Chiu, Subramaniam Janakiram, Peter 
Silarszky, World Bank.
Many developing country governments 
and development agencies focus on 
extending telecommunications services 
into rural areas, as they seek to alleviate 
poverty, encourage economic and social 
growth, and overcome a perceived ‘digital 
divide’. However, relatively little is known 
about how rural communities benefit 
from modern telecommunications 
services and what impact it is having on 
their lives and livelihoods. This paper 
endeavors to redress the balance, by 
examining the role of mobile telephones 
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How have ICTs helped to change the 
way farmers do business? 
➜ The mobile phone is certainly the 
instrument of choice for farmers and 
traders. With a mobile phone, farmers can 
check prices and give accurate delivery 
dates and times to customers. Phones 
enable farmers to compare prices more 
efficiently and to link up with other buyers 
who were not previously easily accessible. 
Some women farmers we work with do 
make a point of travelling to the nearest 
town once or twice a week to check their 
email, but this is still not possible for many 
people due to the time involved and the 
cost of travel and using the internet.
One of the indigenous communities in 
northwest Guyana uses both computers 
and wireless phones as important channels 
for marketing their organic cocoa and 
related products, and are working with 
internet service providers (ISPs) to 
encourage the expansion of mobile phone 
coverage to the area.
 In a more sophisticated context where, 
say, a pineapple grower wants to supply 
fresh juice to the local tourist hotel in 
Guyana, having a mobile phone (for instant 
access) backed up by a website (with 
product and business information) can help 
the farmer to build a business. But even 
those farmers still have to deal with issues 
of storage, transportation, product quality, 
dependence on a fair growing season, and 
so on.
Is increased income the only reason for 
farmers to look for new buyers? How 
else can farmers benefit from having a 
wider choice of buyers?
➜ Sometimes it is not really about a wider 
choice of buyers, but about gaining access 
to those buyers who are keen to purchase 
high-quality products that nurture 
biodiversity and protect the local 
environment. In other words the ‘new 
buyer’ in today’s information-rich 
environment is often the curious buyer, the 
discerning buyer, the conscientious buyer 
or even the politically motivated buyer. 
From a community farmer point of view, 
for example, one benefit of attracting a 
wider range of buyers is to promote the 
consumption of healthy locally grown 
foods. 
What kind of information does a farmer 
need to find the right buyer?
➜ This is a complex question. It depends 
on what we mean by ‘right’ buyer. There is 
a whole spectrum of information that a 
farmer needs when looking for a buyer: 
who are the competing growers and who 
are their buyers, what kinds of collaborative 
or ‘smart marketing’ opportunities might 
exist with other growers, what criteria are 
buyers looking to fulfill when they look for 
a product, plus current exchange rates and 
prices, costs of fuel, storage and 
packaging… the list goes on.
   Without the all the right information, the 
producer is at the mercy of unscrupulous 
buyers especially when they want to 
dispose of their produce quickly, for 
example, when they have problems storing 
the produce for longer periods. No 
refrigeration, no post-harvest processing 
technologies and limited labour to manage 
the harvests are all factors that may 
prematurely force a farmer to deal with the 
‘wrong buyer’. 
How can technology help bring that 
information to the farmer?
➜ Technology is only a part of the solution 
in that it enables the efficient farmer to 
access current information, but as 
importantly it enables the farmer to 
provide information to buyers and 
consumers alike through, for instance, 
joining online communities of farmers, 
advertising in local farmer markets that 
might host a neighbourhood website and 
joining social network sites such as 
Facebook to build community interest 
around the farmer’s activities. Sun Eaters 
Organics in Trinidad, for example, promotes 
vegetables, fruits and other organic 
products on a regular basis through a 
personal blog.
 
Does a farmer have to change crops and 
growing practices to enter a new 
market? 
➜ The answer depends on the kind of 
market the farmer wants to expand into 
and the scale of the market. If the farmer is 
looking to enter the organic market, then 
yes, the whole farming system and practice 
has to change. Broadly speaking though, it 
is not an either/or situation. We would 
argue that, in this period of climate 
variability and extreme weather events, it is 
especially important that all farmers (large 
and small) shift away from producing 
single crops to growing multiple or mixed 
crops, where the different crops support 
each other, the soil nutrients and health of 
the plants. Grenada Chocolate, for instance, 
provides evidence that growing the cocoa 
under the shade of large fruit trees actually 
protected the crop during a hurricane. 
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 In the case of coffee, which requires soil 
with a very high pH, farmers can grow 
other crops which enjoy alkaline soil 
alongside. In Rowan’s Royale coffee 
plantations, we’ve had very good results 
with asparagus, for example, which is also 
a long-term crop that can be harvested in 
the same season as the coffee and often 
fetches high prices on the local market. 
Coffee plantations in Jamaica also grow 
bananas and plantains to offer more shade 
to young coffee trees. Farmers often use 
pineapples as a barrier against insects, all 
of which can be harvested as sold in the 
market.
How else can rural communities benefit 
from better access to ICTs?
Up-to-date market information is clearly 
important to farmers, but they also want 
more. They want information on 
alternatives to expensive inputs such as 
fertilizers and pesticides; they want 
information on natural solutions to 
integrated pest management; they want 
information on weather patterns, means to 
adapt to climate change and best practice 
farming methods.
 The connected rural community stands 
to benefit in many ways, not only in 
connecting to its consumers and markets 
but eventually to the decision makers, 
policy makers and traders that hold farmers 
to ransom so often.
  
What needs to be done to ensure that 
farming communities in ACP countries 
get better access to market 
information? 
➜ There is a role for governments. A 
number of Caribbean countries are trying 
to document production for the market, 
using software to generate a match 
between what is produced and likely 
markets. Such a system would also help 
farmers plan what crops to produce and 
when. The European Union and other 
international donors could also assist by 
identifying, online and on a regular basis, 
market analysis on where the emerging 
demand may be.
   We also need to encourage the use of  
the whole range of ICTs through exposure 
and training in both basic and advanced 
techniques wherever possible; this is 
something there simply cannot be enough 
of. ■
The mobile phone is certainly the instrument of 
choice for farmers and traders. With a mobile, farmers 
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